
The Performing Arts in the PALA and 
SENA periods — The Golden Centuries of 
dance & music as reflected in the 
contemporary literature (8 - 12 

Century A.D.) 




INTRODUCTION ; 


India is always known to be the land of rich & indigenous culture for a 
long long time, since the period of Harappan Civilization (6000-1750 
B.C.). We find huge evidences of dance & music in the ancient texts & 
scriptures. The same is true for the vedic period (1500 B.C. onwards) as 
well, since there are ample references of the performing arts of the 
region. From the ancient time, we find that the rulers of both the big & 
small states alike were patrones of dance & music. The Eastern Zone or 
precisely Bengal (or Gauda-Vanga) was no exception. From the early 
ages, the people of this region have preached, practiced 8& developed 
dance & music, but these performing arts had reached their optimum 
during the period of the Pala & the Sena Kings (8^^’ - 12^^^ Century A.D.). 
This monograph will try to reveal briefly, that how glorious the periods 
were in terms of ‘Shashtra* oriented dance & music, as it was reflected in 
the literature of that time within the domain of the land called Gaud. 

The word ‘Shashtra’ by 8& large means - disciplined codification 
of the structure (of a form of art here). 

In the Shashtras (or scriptures as its better known in English) 
documented in India, this disciplined codification is mentioned in terms 
of performing arts. Regarding dance fit music, it is clearly mentioned in 
Bharat Muni’s Natyasastra - the oldest documentation of music, dance 
& dramaturgy (200 B.C. - 200 A.D.) that how would the dance 8& music 
were performed. In terms of dance, the angika is codified & the notes & 
swaras are codifed for music. 

It has generally been believed & is an accepted fact today, that Bengal 
have had a rich classical or Shashtra based music tradition but nothing 
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at all by way of classical dance. However, the researches into History, 
Archeology, Literature & music of ancient Bengal have led to the 
conclusion that Bengal too had a rich & prolific disciplined & codified 
dance form. 

During the period of Pala King Kampala (1077 A.D. - 1130 A.D.), the 
music of Bengal was in its purest shastric form. There were some tunes 
like Tirota - Dhanesri, Gadaba, Gaudi, etc. Therefore, we may come to a 
substantial view that the dance during that period was performed with 
Shashtric music. 

The information about dance & music which were highly prevailed 
during 8^^ to 12 ^^ Centuiy A.D. Bengal, is widely documented in various 
literatures authored by the inhabitants of the then Bengal. The authors 
of the period & the following periods have neatly mentioned the unique 
culture of dance & music, which may be recognized as the Golden 
period of art in Bengal. 

HISTORY OF INDIAN DANCE : With reference to the dance of 

Eastern India 

Since the pre-historic time, we get the references of dance & music in the 
different cave paintings in various parts of India. To name a few are 
Bhimbhatka, Panchmari, etc. The figurette of danseuse found in 
Mohenjodaro only indicated that there dance prevalent in that civilization 
as well. And it is well understood that the dances would have performed 
on suitable music and instrumentals supporting them. In Vedas - Sama 
in particular, several references of dance 8& music is found. In Ramayana 
(400 B.C.) & the Mahabharata (300 B.C.) we also get a few mentions of 
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dance & music. But the first formal reference could be obtained from 
Bharata’s Natyasastra (200 B.C. - 200 A.D.). Since Natyasastra is 
considered to be the oldest document of dance and dramaturgy found in 
India, the contents are also considered to be authentic. Here, we get the 
references of dances that were prevailing in India. 

The 14*^'^ chapter of Natyasastra mentions 4 different types of Pravritti 
i.e. 4 types of Natya 86 Nrityas viz. (1) Dakshinatya (2) Panchali (3) 
Avanti & (4) Odromagudhi. 

If we compare this with the present day map, we will find the following : 

1. Dakshinatya means the entire Deccan. 

2. Panchali refers to the Northern part of India. 

3. Avanti indicates the Central India. 

4. Odro - magadhi means the Eastern part of the Peninsula. 

Our research work is mainly confined within the territory 86 periphery of 
Odro-magadhi since the undivided Bengal of 8*^^ to 12'*' Century falls 
under this jurisdiction. 

The sloka which refers in Natyasastra is 

“ANGA BANGA UTKALINGA BATSHASCHAIBA OUDRAMAGADHA” 

This Odromagadhi dance form! was based on Bharati 86 Kaishiki Vritti or 
style mentioned in the Natyasashtra. Bharati refers ‘Uchanda Nritya’, 
i.e. vigorous dance form with relevant dialogue 86 Kaishik refers to 
‘Lasyanga Nritya’, i.e. dance with elegant body movements. 
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**Bharating Kaishiking Chaiba Vrittimedha Samastrita” 

In Matanga’s Brihaddesi ( 5 ^^ Century A.D.) we find the references of 
dance 85 music prevailed in the laind. Since then there has been ample 
references in scriptures by different authors of different times who have 
documented the technique & style of dance and music in their respective 
regions. According to the norm of writing scriptures, it was followed that 
every scripture should possess three chapters in it, namely - 

1. Geet Adhyay - Chapter of music 

2. Nritya Adhyay - Chapter of dance 

3. Vadya Adhyay - Chapter of instrumentals 

But in Brihaddesi, we only find the Geet Adhyay and the rest is missing. 
It is ^ Bli t e interesting to note that even in Geet Adhyay, we find the 
references of dance & music held in Gauda Vanga. There were several 
Ragas & Raginis named bearing different nomenclatures of this region. 
Here it could be summarized that hOiW rich and strong the culture of 
dance & music used to prevail in this land of Bengal from the ancient 
times. 

After Natyasastra, the scriptures are mostly based on Sarang Dev’s 
Sangeet Ratnakar. In Sangeet Ratnakar, we get the names of five 
Prabandhas which were prevalent in the length 86 breadth of the country. 
They were - Lat, Karnat, Gaud, Andhra & Dravid. It reflects that during 
that period of Bengal Gandela Prabandha Sangeet (Geet - Vadya - Nritya) 
was very much in vogue. Following that, in Maheshwar Mahapatra’s 
Abhinaya Chandrika of 15^*^ Century. Orissa, we get the mention of 
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severql different types of classical dainces - namely, a) Magadhi b) 
Somaseni c) Karnat d) Keral e) Gaud f) Panchnad & g) Odra. 

So, it is pretty clear that from the ancient times, there has been a 
consistent culture of dance & music prevailed in this land bordered by 
the Himalayas on the head & the Bay of Bengal at the foot. As the 
prominent scriptures of different times have documented the fact, so 
there should not be anywhere ambiguity about the very presence of 
dance 85 music in Bengal from a very long time. And one should not 
suspect the grade of classicism as well since there are ample references 
found throughout the ages till date. 

VANGA DESH & BORDER : 


Bengali literaturel and culture originated 86 developed in the land where 
the growth of Bengali language^ and literature^ had occurred. The land 
was previously called ‘Gauda’ or ‘Gauda Vanga’. Some historians are of 
the opinion that the name ‘Gaud’ has originated from a famous sweet 
item called ‘Gud’ or molass. Though there are several ambiguities in this 
respect but it is quite accepted that this particular region was popularly 
known as ‘Gauda’ for quite a long time, since 7^*^ Century during the time 
of Sashanka (600 - 638 A.D.). This land, inhabited by the Bengali 
speaking people, comprised a number of Janapadas in the early period, 
of which Gauda, Pundra & Varendra lay in North, Radha or Sumha in 
the West & Vanga, jLingela, Samatata & Harilkela in the East. 

The greater Bengal was surrounded by the Himalayan countries, Nepal, 
Sikkim 86 Bhutan in the North, the Brahmaputra in the South East, 
Diferavanga (Darbhanga) in the North West. The chain of Gado-Khasi- 
Jayantia-Tripura-Chattagram hills extended to the South Sea in the east, 
the mountaneous forest invested plateau of Rajmahal - Santhal Parganas 
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Chhotonagpur - Manbhum - Keonjhar-Mayurbhanj in the West 8& the 
Bay of Bengal in the South. 

That was the vast territory came under the preview of Bengali Socio¬ 
cultural confluence. Over the ages, this huge area has been divided, 
broken and partitioned in several pairts. 

The Name ; 

How was the name Bengal evolved ? And which part of the region did it 
originally refer to ? According to the Mahabharata, the name Banga was 
given to the territory held by the King Banga, son of the mythological 
King Bali who exercised Sway over Patala, the Northern world. From 
Banga to Bengal or Bangla is a natural enough transition. Presumably 
this territory comprised the humid plains bounded by the Bhagirathi in 
the West, the Padma in the North, the Brahmaputra - Meghna in the 
East and the sea in the south as it early mentioned. 

The Languages of the land ; 

Anglicization of Bangla, Bangala or Bangabhasa languages belonging to 
the Indo-Aryan family. It is spoken by over 200 million people in 
Bangladesh i.e. undivided Bengal, the Indian states of West Bengal, 
Assam & Tripura 8& a sizeable number of immigrant communities in the 
U.K. 

One group of linguist believe that Bengali originated in the lO^h Century 
A.D. & is derived from Magadhi Prakrit, the other opine that it evolved 
from Galldi Prakrit in the 7'^*’ Century A.D. There is however, a general 
agreement that initially, Oriya, Assamese 86 Bengali had formed a single 
branch from which Oriya broke out first 86 Assamese later. This is one of 
the reasons why the earliest specimens of Bengali languages 86 
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literatures the Caiyapadas, Budhhist mystic songs are also claimed by 
the Oriya & Assamese speakers as their own. 

There are marked differences in the use of the language in terms of social 
class, educational level & religion. The* greatest differences are among 
regional dialects There are four main regional dialects corresponding 
roughly to areas deliberated by the far ancient divisions of the Bengali 
speaking area : 

a. Radha (the dialects of West Bengal proper) 

b. Pundfla or Vanendra (the dialects of northern part of W.B. & 
Bangladesh) 

c. Kamrup (the dialect of the North Eastern Bangladesh) 

d. Banga (the dialects of the rest of Bangladesh) 

So, it is easily understood that how the vast land was & how much 
variety was there in terms of dialects. It is quite evident that a lainguage 
which is so rich from a long long time is capable of producing rich 
literature as well over the years 8& the language has already proved its 
wo tUtin the past. 

We now came to the modern Indo-Aryan languages of the East, namely, 
Bengali. Bengali is the language of the largest number (since the land of 
Gaud was stretched over almost all over the East of India) & its literature 
is quite remarkable in quality as well as quantity. References has been 
made to the oldest specimens of Bengali literature dating roughly from 
A.D. 1050 to 1200. This is followed by a period of transition from 1200 to 
1350 A.D, which is not represented by any authentic specimens of 
literature. It is however, very likely that the first drafts, so to say of the 
great Middle Bengali narrative poems on stories specifically connected 
with Bengal - what may be called “The Matter of Bengal” - were made 
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during this period. The story of the deathless love of Behula for her 
husband Lakhindara, the adventures of Larsena, the story of the 
Merchant Dhanapati & his son Srimanta & of Kalaketu & Phulara were 
probably current in popular narrative poems sung by a special of ballad 
singers, whose performances continued for a number of evenings in 
succession. These formed the nucleas of the great Mangala poems on the 
above stories which became established in Bengal by 1600 A.D. Mangala 
Kavya, stairted since Century A.D. 8& had a long range till the IS^*^ 
Century A.D. 

Caryapadas : 

The oldest specimen of Bengali are to be found in place - names & 
personal names in early inscriptions of Bengal from 5^'^ Century A.D. 
down to A.D. 1000 8& later connected specimen of Bengali in literature 
are to be found in the fifty caryarpadas which were discovered in Nepal. 
The Caryapadas have been edited & commented open by various 
scholars after the first edilibil by M.M. Haraprasad Shastri. The 
canyapadas cannot be accorded a very high place from literany point of 
view, though occasionally they breathe a true poetic spirit & are marked 
by beauty of expression, fire conception & imagery & deep sensibility & 
emotion. Their main value & importance are linguistic fit doctrinal. They 
are however, good lyrics written in the variety of metres. These lyrics are 
evidently meant to be sung, for the mauscript gives the names of the 
ragas against each. But the main characteristics of these verses is their 
religious & emotional appeal which found a fuller development in late 
Bengali literature in the Sohajiya songs, Vaishnava Padas, Sakta Hymns, 
Baul Songs, etc. The Caryapadas may therefore be regarded as the 




prototypes or precursors of these later forms of literali^^ development in 
Bengal. 

In Caryapadas, we get quite a handful references of dance & music 
prevailed in the land during that period. There were plenty of pada 
writers who have contributed in the fifty padas of Caryapada, that are so 
far discovered. Among them, Kanupad & Luipad are the writers & 
composers who have documented the kind of dance & music that is 
believed to be present during 8'^'^ Century onwards. 

Each of the Caryapadas is comprised of five to six padas or verses and 
the theme of those verses were the spiritual explanations of the 
Buddhists ideology. Out of the 50 verses that are found till date, there 
are 22 poets who have contributed their poetic works in these scriptures. 
Among them, 12 verses are composed by Kanu Pad 8 & only 2 verses are 
composed by Lui Pad. 

The following are the excerpts of the verses of Kanu Pad where the poet 
has documented the nuances of the art of dance with music. 

Carya 10 - This particular verse used to be sung on Deshakha 

Raga. 

The Carya is - Ek Sho Padma Charsothi Pakhuri 
Tahin Chori nachaa dambi Bapuri 
Tu 10 dumbi htiw Kapali 
Tohor antare moye kholili have mali 
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Ramcharita by Sandhvakar Nandi 

History records three poems, each entitled Ramcarita, written by three 
different poets. The first of these poems is composed by Gauda 
Abhinanda of the 9*^^^ Century A.D., the second by Kashinath of uncertain 
date & the third by Sandhyakar Nandi of the eleventh century A.D. 
Sandhyakar Nandi’s Ramcarita is a curious but important work which 
belongs to the class of historical Kavyas. It describes in two hundred and 
twenty (220) Arya Verses, grouped into ten chapters in the manner of the 
Raghava Pandaviya of Kaviraj, the story of the Ramayana on the one 
hand and the history of Rampala of the Pala Dynasty on the other. Each 
verse of the text, has therefore, a two fold application, but while the epic 
application is not difficult to decipher, the local and contemporary 
references to the achievement of Rampala requires elaboration and 
explanation. One is often required to take the help of the Sanskrit 
commentary, which accompanies the text and explains he historical 
details, but, unfortunately it ends absolutely with verse number thirty 
five (35) of chapter II. 

In this poetic work of Sandhyakar Nandi, we get a reasonable deal of 
description of the tempo or laytfc of music, the components of make-up & 
jewellery & costume. In the chapter III of the Kavya & in sloka no.33 and 
34 we find the following : 

Bajrabidinajmuktamar katamanikya Neelmanikhalbitai/ 
Suradhamcharu Chunchanmarichi menjari jaloi / / 33 
Abhanairespkarnairjuribhir bhiramhemnihmmanai /Brittorce tartar 
loihar roiropi haribhibarbahumli // 34 

In this sloka we get the names of a few jem by which the jewellery used 
to be made during those days. The names of disimond, pearl, baidlllija. 




market jems, padmaragmeini & Neelmani are mentioned in the above 
sloka. 

Sloka 35 and 36 of chapter III have the following : 

Bibidharmahadhaneirapi Dibainagarangshukairti bichitrailf J 
Kasturi kala qureemalayaja Kashmir Karppuraih / / 35 
Unmurdhamandra madherato dya byati bhedamadu rodgaireih / 
Geeti laya labdhisubha rairadhabi krita tumula umburu dhwanitaih 
// 36 

In this particulcir sloka, we get the reference of the type of cost,umes that 

were used during that period. We also get the names of Jfarhir, Kalagur, 

WO 

Sandlepi wr od paste, kumkum and camphar as the components for 
make up. Here we also find the reference of the difficult tempo i.e. he 
laya of the music. 

In chapter III no.37 sloka says the following : 

Paramarbikarabhirju botibhirapi Debabanabaritabhih / 
Khariemanikingkaning 

Kriternepathyodbhatang natahgtibhi // 37 

It means that the debabarabanitas were vigorously dancing wearing 
jewellery & make-ups. 

So by these above mentioned slokas, it is clear that during that period, 
the girls used to dance wearing proper dancing costumes 8& jewellery & 
using proper make ups for dance. So, dance 86 music tradition have been 
prevailing in the laind of Bengal from a very long time which clearly 
reflects in these slokas of Sri Sandhyakar Nandi. 
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Sekasubhodaya by Halayudh Mishra 


The little of the book gives away the purpose of the monk. It celebrates 
the auspicious coming of a muslim saint in a country which yet did not 
know Islam. In a way Sekasubhodaya is a first literary record in Bengal 
which purports to honour a Pir. The overall structure of the book is that 
of a historical Kavya written in prose & verse. But its claim to historicity 
is really confined to a few pseudo historical verses and some anecdotes & 
in the names of historical persons such as Lakshmansena, 
Umapatid^^, ,Gobardhan Acharya, Halayudh Mishra, Vijayesena, 
Kampala, Sh si ji , Gango the dancer etc. 

Essentially Sekasubhodaya is a book of miscellaneous stories that were 
unheard in the country. Some of the stories received us of a Velalapanca 
vimsati & a few are of some historical importance. The story of the 
mother losing her head on hearing food music goes back to the ninth 
century if not c l e - at . 

The scene of a mother mistaking her child for the pitcher & dropping him 
in the well is depicted in a panel of the ruined temple excavated at 
Paharpur in North Bengal, not far off from a historical side connected 
with the Sena kings. For the student of the^8& customs of old Bengal 

A 

some of the stories are valuable. 

There is an important figure in Sehasubhodaya associated with the^of 
Lakshmansena. He is Gango the playactor (nata). Here in this work, he is 
immensely important since the work is solely dedicated to performing 
acts. He & his associates viz his son Jayanta &, his wife Vidyatprabha 
leave the evidence of serious dance and music prevailed during the 
period in Bengal. Not only the eirt of dance was merely confined within 
the periphery of the women culture but men of that time were no less. 

. 
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They equally used to take part in dance & music. The stories connected 
with Gango, his son Jayonto, also a playactor & Vidyut Prabha probably 
baseless pleasantry. But there was a historical person named Gangoka & 
he was a playactor. He was also a poet of some sort & two of his verses ( 
one in the name of Nata Gangoka aind the other in the name of Gartgoka) 
as quoted in Sekshubhodaya. 

In the 25 ^^ chapter or the final chapter of Sekasubhodaya, we get the 
story of Vidyutprabha the dance in the court of Leikshmansena. The 
sloka goes on like : 

Tatah Pratah Samaya Sakoupi Tantivayal Puranag Panchekang : 
Sambalang Nitwa Chempakpushpahara Kant hay Samaray 
Rajantikeng Yatra Dway Vasakan vi tey tatra Samayati Pathi 
Samayetey Vidyutpholoha Nartaki Pimpalataley 

vayuvichhamatyavatishthatey sa mahasa valyaliyam / ayamapi 
tantirayah 

Meaning : - In the morning a weaver, provided with five puranas in 
cawries & wearing a garland of champak floweres was coming to (the 
cant of) the king where the two headmen were (ref ; to the story) . as ( he 
was ) coming on the way the dancing girl Vidyutprabha was seated under 
a peepal tree enjoying the breeze. She mentally calculated “This is surely 
a weaver”. 

Halayudh Mishra has referred Vidyutprabha to be a dancing girl. In his 
work he has thoroughly portrayed the incidents that happened in the 
cant of the Gaud King, Lakshman Sena. The dancing girl Vidyutprabha 




must be the ^^Nartaki” in the court of Lakshmansena or else Halayudh 
had never mentioned her name & story to follow. So, it is well understood 
that the culture of dance & music was very much prevailing during the 
periods of the Sena Kings who ruled for a long period in Bengal. 

In the same chapter, Halayudh mentions the name of Gango & his son 
Jaya. 

Sloka Yasmin SamayC Gangonato Vidyaty Sawayem, Raja 

Tamravitah Chhagon Vadhikritya Teshang Puchhani Samanyasi 
Bahnde Kritora 

Meaning - At that time Gango the Play Actor was present in the 
court. The King said to him “After killing the goats, bring their tails in an 
(earthen pot )”then the king dismissed the weavers. 

Sloka Jasyang Sabhayang Gangonatosya Putro Jayanto 

Vidyata / Sampi Vivadate / Vho Tantriwaya Memagrey Yung Sarway 
Ghritapansang Khaditah / Edaring Kathang na bhanyasey / 

Meaning : In the assembly the play actor Jaya, the son of the play 

actor Gango, was present. He protested “ O Weavers, in my presence you 
ate ghee & jackfruit mixed together. Why do you not admit (it) now ?” 
Here, by these slokas, it is clear that during those period dancing or 
playacting was taken professionally 8& traditionally. The family of Gango 
includng his wife Vidyutprabha & his son Jaya were engaged in the 
occupation of dancing & playacting. So, right from the early periods 
dancing had been always prevailed in the fertile land of Bengal. 
Aryasaptashati by Govardhan Acharva 

The composition of the Aryasaptasati in 700 verses, all in the same Arya 
Metre and or the sole theme of love (Srinagar) is a unique feat of 
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Gavardhan Achaiya. This poet was one of the five excellent gems who 
adorned the court of the talented king Lakshmansena of Bengal (12^^^ 
Century A.D.). The patron king is glorified in this composition (verse 39) 
as a unique ruler, proficient in all the fine arts. 

Gavardhan hailed from a versatile family. His father Nilambar was his 
teacher also (verse 38), his brother BalabhadH^ 8& student Udayana 
helped him in revising & bring out the Aryasaptasti. 

The aim of Gavardhan was to bring out a Sanskrit counterpart of the 

/ove 

beautiful Prakrit § lyric compiled by Hala Shatarahana, the Saltasoi 
or gathasaptaslfati. 

The Aiyasaptashati emerges as a unique Akshara||i|alakavya in the 
history of Sanskrit literature. It must be said toftie credit of Gavardhan 
that although he worked within the self imposed limited scope & pattern, 
he has been able to show his poetic capabilities in & through the long 
Kavya, which is of course meant only for the enjoyment of advanced 
students of the language, Vidyavinoda kande’ as the poet himself states 
(v.700). However, the word collocation is multifluent throughout & 
expressions are mostly clear & not strained. Simple shlesha or double- 
meaning runs through a majority of the verses which reveal the self 
confidence of a competent writer. It is no wonder that his famous 
contemporary Jayadeva pays encomium in his Gita Govinda that 
Gavardhan is incomparable in effective erotic description. 
‘Shringarottarasatprameyarachanair acharyagevarelhaaspardhi 
Kopi na vishrutah’ 

The Aryasaptashati itself has become a basic text for the Satsoi in Hindi 
of Behari Lai who has won a high rank among Hindi poets & whose work 




was again copied by a late Sanskrit writer, Paramananda in his book 
called Shringarasaptashatika. 

This Aryasaptashati is one of the most important works to be considered 
in this research work since we find a few descriptions of dance & music 
in this unique composition by Gavardhan Acharya. The following are 
some of the references of music & dance that are mentioned in 
Aryasaptashati. 

Arya -*453’ madankrishtadhamjaryadhadareva grihini pathik 
tarunanamah / 

veenatantrikkanaih keshang na vikampatey chetah / / 

Arya 566 - Shruta era shrutiharini raagotkarshan 
kanthamadhi varshan / 

Geet iva twayi madhumey koriti naarthgrihang sutamung // 

Arya 15- Aadaya sapratratrichinta vipajjiniwa trai gaayan / 

kshiptah kshiptoh nipatanndengh naryayati bhringstamah / / 

Arya 155- Krita hasita hasta talanga manamatha 
tarlairvilongkita wuvabhih/ 

Kshiptah kshiptoh niputanndengh naryeyati bhringstamah// 

The above mentioned Aryas are a few instances of the mention of dance, 
music 86 instrumentals that are documented in Aryasaptashati. It is to 
understand that since a long long time the culture of dance 86 music has 
been prevailing in the land of Bengal and it was so strong that in almost 




every classical literature & scripture that were written in those days has 
someway or the other mentioned their existence in the society. In the lv55 
Arya, the author says that how the dance was being performed in those 
days with claps. This description we also get in Banabhatta’s 
Harshacharita ( 5 ^^ Century A.D.) In Harshacharita we get the reference 
of dance type called Hallisaka which is nothing but rasa. There also the 
author describes that how the dancers making circle dances with claps. 
So it is quite remarkable that this type of dance was common in different 
parts of the country which is very much based on the descriptions made 
in Natyashastra. So it is now pretty clear that the prior conception that 
we had in our mind that there was no practice of dance in Bengal was 
not true. Since, it is believed that the literature are the mirror of the 
society, hence we have to count on them. 

MANGAL KAVYA 

Mangal Kavya is said to have begun during the eleventh centur>' in 
Bengal. The Kavya is called ‘Mangal’ because some of the compositions 
used to be started in a TTiesday & get over on the next Tuesday. Since 
Tuesday’ in Bengali referred as ‘MungaT so the Kavyas are also known as 
Mangail Kavya. It is also so called because there had been a belief that all 
these Kavyas were meant for the welfare of the people & was capable of 
removing all the evils of human life. 

Among the Mangal Kavya poets, Kanahalii Dutta & Narayan Deva are 
the first two, who have beautifully portrayed the art of dance. In their 
respective poems they have narrated how dance was being performed by 
the dancemin their Kavyas thus depicting the social aspects during their 
periodf. Manasa Mangal is said to be the oldest of all the Mangal Kavyas 
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composed during a long span of almost 700 years starting from ll'i^ 
Century A.D. to 18^*^ Century A.D. 

The most famous story of Manasa Mangal Kavya is the story of Chand 
Saudagar 86 his relation with the Goddess Manasa (Serpent God). The 
whole stoiy is surrounded mainly by the enmity of these two characters 
86 with this caime different characters in the story. The brief story line 
goes as follows : 

Chand a merchant prince, was a devotee of Shiva, when Manasa - (the 
serpant Goddess) assumed the status of a Goddess because of her 
proximity to Shiva, her only concern was to secure human devotees for 
her worship. Through dubious means she succeeded in securing worship 
from cowherds 86 fishermen. She now craved recognition from the upper 
class, particularly from the merchant community. With this objective, 
she concentrated on Chand, the merchant prince who was a staunch 
devotee of Shiva. But Chand did not pay much attention to h^», rather 
he kicked the sacred pot away thus humiliating Manasa. Manasa, in 
this, became very angry 86 tried to harm Chand in various ways. One by 
one she killed six grown up sons of Chand. But Chand remained 
unruffled eind unbending. When his youngest son Lakhinder came of 
age, Chand chose Behula as his bride 86 fearing Manasa’s reprisal, had 
an airtight iron chamber built for the couple to spend the bridal right. 
But Manasa managed to suborn the builder who left a chink in the wall 
through which her thinnest serpent entered 86 set adrift in the river 
Balluka. Behula, unable to reconcile with the loss of her husband, 
accompanied the corpse. In the course of her journey, she encountered 
all the evil forces 86 all sorts of temptations. Eventually she reached 
heaven 86 having entertained the gods with her songs 86 dance, ahead for 
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her husband’s life. And eventually she got her husband’s life back. 
Behula before her marriage was an adept dancer & that is why she was 
known as 'Behula Nacuni’ or ‘Behula the dan||g|lf * 

Mechhi kshare kshane prabhen bodane 
Uriya Beisey Geeya 
Behula Nachuni Taren Aponi 
Neter Aachal Diya // 

The drums began to roll of themselves & the accompanying songs began 
to be heard, to the joy of all. 

The dancers kept beautiful time & in graceful measures began to move 
their limbs in the dance. 

After a while the lady stopped to take rest. 

Again in different kinds of merchants she started her wonderful dance. 

All these descriptions and the name of different instruments are 
mentioned herein the Manasa Mangal Kavya which again gives us the 
evidence of the dance & music tradition present & prevailing in Bengal 
during that period. 


PAVANDHUTA BY DHOYI 

Dhoy is like Bhairavi 8& Magha who have become famous through a 
single composition. Dhoyi occupies an honourable position amongst the 
second rank of poets by virtue of his only available lyrical Kav}^a 
Pavandutam (wind - messenger). He had the titles Kaviraj & Shruti or 
Shruta. He is recognized as one of the five gems at the glorious court of 
king Lakshmansena of Bengal (12^^ Century A.D.). The introductory verse 





of the Geet Govinda that refers to the characteristic, greatness of the five 
excellent poets (Jayadeva, Shridhar, Umapati Dhar, Gavardhan Acharya 
Dhoyi) recalls that no competition is known to exist for the Kaviraj 
Dhoyi. 

That Dhoyi was accepted as a great poet is known from the citations of 
many of his verses (same of which are not found in the Pavandutam) in 
the prominent anthologies compiled in the different parts of India, like 
the Sadukti Karnamita, Sharangadharepaddhati 86 Suktimuktavali. 

The single available work of Dhoyi, the Pavandutam confirms the fact of 
his having received from king Lakshmansena fabulous grifj^ like herds of 
elephants, golden bracelets 86 chowries (verse 101). The last few verses 
breathe the self-confidence of the author that his poem composed in the 
rich Vaidarbhi’ style will stand the test of time. A perusal of the poem 
shows that this is not a vain boost. It is also evident from the concluding 
verse that Dhoyi has written some other works as well & that 
“Pavanduta’ was composed in the evening of his life. 

‘Pavanduta’ is set in the Madali^nta metre. In its 104 verses it narrates 
the simple story of KuHilayal^ti, a Gandharva maidan of the Malaya 
hills falling in love with the king Lakshmansena during the latters career 
of conquest in the south. The heroine in her highly emotional state sends 
the south easterly wind as a messenger. 

The wind is advised to pass through the regions of Pandyas, Cholas 86 
Kalinga, cities like Kanchi 86 Vijayapura, rivers like Subela 86 kaveri, 
Malayaral mountain 86 Panchapsaras, before going to the final 
destination of Gaudi country. This is, in fact, are of the few messenger - 
poems in which a historical figure 86 patron like Laikshmansena has been 
taken as a hero. 
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The natural scenic settings inlaid with the emotional fervor are 
beautifully described in simple poetic style. In & through the century of 
verses is revealed the deft hand of a sensitive poet. The anthrologies have 
also preserved nearly twenty stray verses attributed to him. But 
unfortunately only one work seems to have survived the test of time i.e. 
‘Pavandutam’. 

In Pavandutam, we get the references of Devadasi which prove that the 
dance & musical culture was existent in those days scenario. 

Pavandutam is a very famous ‘Viraha Kavya* i.e. poem of Separation. In 
this composition there are altogether 102 verses and among them in 
sloka no.27 we find the following description. 

Tasmin senanyay nripatina debarajyavishikto 
Debah sukshe basati kamalokelikaro murarih/ 

PanoUk leelakamalamsakrit yatsameepe bahanto 
LakshmisheHgkang prakritisubhagah kurbhati bv^ ramah/ / 

Here in this sloka we get the reference of ‘Devadasi’. It goes on saying if 
you go to that place you will find the Vishnu temple where the god is 
being served by the Devadasis like the Goddess Lakshmi. 

Wherever in history we get the reference of “Davadasi” we also get the 
mention of deince & music since Devadasis^happened to be experts in 
dance & music which were their media of service to god. 

If we see the chronological evolution of dance & music of today which are 
established on the classical fgrms, we will find that the origin goes back 
to the age of Devadasis, So these verses eventually say that the 




Devadasis exsited in the land of Gauda Vanga 8& the culture of dance & 
music was also quite prevailing, 

GEET GOVINDA BY JAYADEVA 

Jayadeva, as we all know to be the greatest poet of post Kalidasa period 
is popular for his only lyrical poetry ‘Geet Govinda’. The foundation of 
Sena Power in Eastern India was coincidental with the remarkable 
encouragement and patronage extended to various poets & musicians. 
The Sena rulers were themselves musicians & patrons of music. The first 
important Sena king of the dyansty was Vijayasena (1095-1158 A.D.) 
who was succeeded by his son Val^sena(l 158-79A.D). His son 
Lakshmansena is considered to the greatest royal patron of Bengal. His 
court was adorned by eminent poets Ss scholars. The composition of Geet 
Govinda was also happened during the reign of Lakshman Sena which is 
probably the best lyrical verse ever composed in Indian Literature. The 
Geet Govinda consists of 386 verses both in the descriptive portions Ss in 
1224 songs which are scattered throughout the 12 son^as cantos by 
which the poem is divided. 

In the Geet Govinda, the ragas & talas on which padas used to be song 
were clearly mentioned 86 defined. Jayadeva has used the old i.e. early 
mediaval ragas 86 talas with their traditioneil 86 popular names in each 
song of his work. These ragas we find for the first time in Geet Govinda 
the oldest Sanskrit treaties on music of the Century A.D. Jayadeva 
has made use of ragas like Malava, Gurjari, Kanater, Desivaradi. 
Bhairavi, Varadi etc. 86 talas like Rupa|^, Yati, Ekatali 86 Ashetali. 
Jayadeva has said his own composition a *Prabandha;. 




Srivasudeva Ratikeli katha sameta 
Jetang Karoti Jayadeva kari Prabandham 

Prabandha Geet is included in Nibandha Geet. Jayadeva was a great 
musician in his time. He used to compose his own song, tune his lyrics & 
used to sing them himself. He had a great influence on Indian music. Till 
date his influence is very much reflected in quite a few kind of music. In 
Bengal, the classical kirtan signers used to sing a selective verses or 
padas of Jayadeva. His songs were so popular & well circulated that 
during his following period, his followers documented the notation of his 
songs. The songs were sung in specific ragas. In Geet Govinda, there are 
all total a number of 24 songs or verses. Twelve ragas & five talas^Vb Irn 
used to compose these songs. 

Till date, the divisions of matras, which are mentioned in the old 
scriptures, are still used without any distortion. So,in terms of talas, it is 
not difficult to follow the old tradition as it has hardly been distorted. 

In terms of dance, Geet Govinda has left a strong impact all over India 
eversince it was first published i.e. during 12‘h Centuiy A.D. in the royal 
court of Lakshman Sena in Bengal. It will not be an exaggeration if it is 
said that Geet Govinda is the mother of all the classical dance forms & 
dance dramas in India. Ranging from south to north of the country 8& 
from east to west of the peninsula there is hardly any art form left where 
Geet Govinda has not given inspiration. It was even a said fact that his 
wife Padmavati was an eminent dancer of that time & she used to dance 
on the verses of Geet Govind which Jayadeva himself used to accompany 
her in singing the padas. 

A few verses describing the pattern of dance prevailing those days. 
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Karatala Tala Tarala Balaya Balikalita Kaleshana Banshay 
Rasarasey Sahanrityapara Harina Yubati Prashanshey 

The above verse says that women of those days used to dance with claps 
and making a circle. It is also noteworthy that not only pure dance i.e. 
nrittpa but abhinaya was also a part of the dance during Jayadevas 
period. Since the true essence of any form of art is a^sa and rasa reflects 
through bhava which can only be revealed through human emotion, was 
thus very much used in dance if that was being daj» to Jayadevas’ 
Ashtapadi (since his verses are popularly known as ashtapadi as there 
are eight padas in a verse). 


Sandukti Karnamrita by Sridhar Das 

Sridhar Das was perhaps the first eminent compiler of an anthology of 
Sanskrit verses (Kosha Kavya) thus initially new literary genre. Kosha is 
a collection of verses which independent on one another, are arranged in 
sections, called Vrajya & are very charming. 

From the autobiographical account contained in his anthology, entitled 
‘Sadukti Karnamrita’, we learn his father, Vatudasa, was a scribe & a 
feudatory chief under Lakshman Sena, king of Bengal (c.ll78 - 1202). 
Sridhara himself was a Maha-mandalika (chief of a district). In the final 
colophon to the work, Sridhara dasa states that this anthology was 
compiled in Shaka Era 1127 (AD. 1205). 
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Sadukti Karnamrita (ed. S.C. Baneijee, Calcutta, 1965) is divided into 
five sections, called prava|^s (streams) named in order as 

1. Amarapravali^ 

2. Sringana-pravaha 

3. Chatupravaha 

4. Apadesha Pravaha 

5. Sringara-Pravaha 

In Sadukti Karnamrita, each stream is divided into several waves, each 
comprising five stanzas. The stanzas deal with a variety of subjects, e.g. 
divine glory, love, nature, panegyries of the kings, heroic sentiment, 
worldly matters, birds & beasts, etc. The number of poets, whose verses 
are quoted is 485. The anonymous verses have been indicated as 
‘Kashyachit’ (by certain person). The total number of verse is 2380. 

The anthology serves the purpose of rescuing many poets from oblivion. 
Same poets, mentioned in it are otherwise unknown. Verses attributed to 
the poets of Bengal, Jayadeva, Umapati Dhar, Sharan, Dhoyi & 
Govardhan have been quoted. The kings of Bengal to whom some 
stanzas are attributed are Keshavasena (13^^ C.), Vallalsena (12'^ C) & 
Lakshman Sena (12^*^ C.). 

Sadukti Karnamrita begins with salutation to Hari. The compiler quotes 
as many 475 verses on different deities, betraying a greater liking 
towards Vaishnavism than towards other faiths. The verses in Sadukti 
Karnamrita also reveal the dance & music tradition of that time. 



Sign of the fellow 


25 




Conclusion 


The list of literature created in Bengal during 8'*' to 12’'' Century AD is 
just vast. What I tried here is to show a little glimpse of what resources 
we are having for a long long time which were not being propeii\’ 
explored. Beside the names that are already mentioned, there are plenty 
of authors with their literature who have contributed their part in 
enriching and developing the literature of the land over the years & thus 
made their presence felt. Beyond 12''’ century, there had been plenty of 
quality literature produced, which reflect the culture, and practice of 
dance & music in Gauda Banga. 

Not only in the literatures that are composed in Bengal and by the 
inhabitants of the land, but other literatures which were composed in 
different states of the country viz. Kalhan’s “Rajtarangini (11''’ centur\' 
A.D.) it is written that Jayapida - the ruler of Kashmir came in 
Paundravardhan (North Bengal) in disguise & watched that there were 
temple dancers (i.e. devadasis) dancing, following the technique of 
Natyasastra. The dancers were dancing with classical music & 
instrumentals in the Kartika temple. There is a popular song during that 
time which says : 

Bhalo Koira Bajao Re Dotra 
Sundari Kamala Nache/ / 

‘Kamala’ was a renowned dancer who used to dance in the temple, li 
proves that dancing was quite common iri Bengal in the temple. So it 
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would not be exaggeration if we say that ‘Devadasi’ tradition was not only 
existant in thfe temples of South India, but also in Bengal. 

By this concise study, by and large we can get an idea of the cultural 
background of greater Bengal during the Pala and Sena period ranging 
from 8'^’ to 12“^ century AD which have been untouched & unexplored 
over the years. Since it was not explored & nurtured, people all over do 
have an idea that Bengal lack the culture of classical dance & music & ii 
has no tradition of these performing art forms. 

In India, we had a general idea that Bengal did not have any tradition of 
classical dance & music that only the folk form was its Ciswitte. It is not 
fully true (as we already proved it in this monograph). Like the fact that 
there are plenty of stars in a galaxy which are quite a few light years 
away from us & so we cannot see them or feel their presence. But can we 
ever suspect their existence at all? It has been a general human folly that 
whatever we cannot virtually see seem not to be existing. If we go back to 
the pages of history & old scriptures which have been exclusively 
documented & authored by the people of Bengal (it is unique in its own 
right), we will find the detailed discussion & notation of dance 86 music. 
Ranging from to 18^'^ century and beyond we find a number of 
scriptures where dance has been treated as one of the most important 86 
popular forms of fine art. So, the textual fact cannot be denied. 
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